Two Wolves within Us

Rev. Noel Frederick McInnis

What most requires my forgiveness is my perception that forgiveness is required.

-from The Gospel of Not Yet Common Sense
A man who lived close to nature counseled a grandson who was seething with rage against another youth who had wronged him. 

“I’m quite familiar with the way you’re feeling,” the grandfather said. “It’s as if an ongoing battle is taking place inside of me, a fight between two wolves. One wolf is filled with hateful, unforgiving feelings, feelings of anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, false pride, judgment, suspicion, blamefulness, and such. The other wolf knows only the goodness of forgiving feelings, feelings of joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, trust, compassion, faith, and the like.”

The grandson thought about this for a moment, then asked, "Which wolf is winning?"

His grandfather replied, “Whichever one I feed."

Which Wolf Are You Feeding?

It is our own power to have no opinion about a thing, and not to be disturbed in our soul; for things themselves have no natural power to form our judgments. -Marcus Aurelius 

My choice of which inner wolf I feed, whether my rancorous or my forgiving one, takes place from moment to moment rather than once and for all, for I am continually presented with fresh incentives to nurture unforgiving feelings. I can react to these invitations either as an unforgiving person who occasionally makes a forgiving exception, or as a forgiving person who regularly discharges blameful feelings as they arise in order to keep my forgiveness caseload free of backlogs.
Because it is my heartfelt intention to be a forgiving person, I am learning to be such even though I live in a world that treasures unforgiveness as a virtue of the strong and deems forgiveness to be a refuge of the weak. The presumed moral superiority of unforgiveness is its quest for justice: making wrongdoers suffer equal or greater pain. Yet as Della Reese has testified, this presumed morality also makes a virtue of self-destruction:
God said that the only way I can be forgiven is by my forgiving you. If I don’t forgive you, and I hold some kind of resentment or grudge inside of me, it’s not going to bother you.  You’ll go right on with your life, but I’ll be suffering.  I’ll have backaches, nervous tension, or disease from the festering sore of this unforgiveness of you in me.  My attitude about that is that it’s not worth that much to me.  I won’t give a person free rent in my mind when I don’t even like that person.
Dale Carnegie offered similar testimony six decades ago:

When we hate our enemies, we are giving them power over us: power over our sleep, our appetites, our blood pressure, our health, and our happiness. Our enemies would dance with joy if only they knew how they were worrying us, lacerating us, and getting even with us! Our hate is not hurting them at all, but our hate is turning our own days and nights into a hellish turmoil.
No one has stated this perspective more dramatically than Frederick Beuchner:

Of the seven deadly sins, anger is possibly the most fun. To lick your wounds, to smack your lips over grievances long past, to roll over your tongue the prospect of bitter confrontations yet to come, to savor to the last toothsome morsel both the pain you are given and the pain you are giving back - in many ways it is a feast fit for a king. The chief drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself. The skeleton at the feast is you.
The boomerang effect of unforgiveness has also been cited by Robin Casarjian:

Resentment has been compared to holding on to a burning ember with the intention of throwing it at another, all the while burning yourself. When we feel resentful, we feel strongly the pain of the past again and again. Not only does this take an obvious and dramatic toll on our emotional well-being, it can powerfully and negatively impact our physical well-being as well.
These witnesses – and many others whom I could cite – attest to the fact that my unforgiveness is self-destructive so long as my festering ill will remains imprisoned in my psyche, where it harms my own well-being far more than the person(s) to whom it is directed. The self-toxifying dynamic of unforgiveness has been clinically documented. Feelings of unforgiveness
· distress my central nervous system;

· stress my cardiovascular system;

· stress my muscular-skeletal system;

· stress  my glandular systems;

· depress my immune system.
Unforgiveness distresses my central nervous system by giving harbor to a wide range of dysfunctional feelings, such as irritability, nervousness, anxiety, hostility, anger, resentment and depression. These feelings constrict my heartbeat, the barometer of my nervous system’s overall health, and reduce the flexibility of my cardiovascular system by increasing blood and arterial wall pressure. They also disrupt the harmony of my brain waves, making me less able to think clearly and form good decisions.
Unforgiveness stresses my muscular-skeletal system by increasing muscle tension in my forehead, thereby producing headaches and inducing other tensions: stomach aches, muscle and joint aches, dizziness, and tiredness.
Unforgiving feelings provoke a glandular rush of adrenaline, an energy boost that supports my fight or flight reflexes. When neither of these reactions occurs, the hormonal discharge dissipates by agitating my other body systems.
Altogether, as my unforgiving feelings invoke some or all of the foregoing mental, emotional and physical distress, they also tend to compromise the ability of my immune system to ward off both acute and chronic disease.
The foregoing experiential and clinical data clearly indicate that unforgiveness is self-destructive. Accordingly, I need not seek for whom my unforgiveness tolls, it takes its toll on me.
Hopes and Expectations

Life is not the way it's supposed to be. It's the way it is.

The way you cope with it is what makes the difference.

-Virginia Satir
Although existentialist philosopher Jean Paul Sartre once asserted that “Hell is other people,” the above evidence indicates that hell is a condition I make for myself by my unforgiving relationships to other people. My unforgiveness is hellacious because it ultimately my relationship to my own self.
If you hate a person, you hate something in him that is part of yourself. What isn't part of ourselves doesn't disturb us. -Herman Hesse
[Your] adversary is not the person or situation that stands before you, but your reaction to or feeling about it. -Eric Butterworth

All forgiveness is self-forgiveness. Your [experience of] the world is the result of your combined state of thought and feeling . . . [Since your experience of the] world is a result of your state of consciousness, then if you hate anyone, you are disliking a part of yourself. -Raymond Charles Barker
Unforgiveness, albeit often unconsciously, is a fruitless endeavor to export my own self-loathing. My unforgiving feelings are inevitably more hurtful of me than of their intended recipients because they have their abode within my being rather than in those at whom my loathing is presumably aimed. Accordingly, by withholding my forgiveness from others I primarily withhold it from myself. I am the one who most requires the forgiveness of my own unforgiveness.
The greatest self-damage inflicted by my unforgiveness is the negation of power that accompanies my conviction that others are responsible for the ill will I have against them. Such self-negation is the occasion of Jesus’ well-known commentary on the dynamics of judgment, which may be more generally stated as, “Be ye not against another, lest ye be against yourself.” Jesus understood that unforgiveness is a treasonous forfeiture of self-dominion, the disempowerment of oneself with the belief that other persons and outer circumstances are responsible for the way one thinks and feels. By thus holding others accountable for the state of my own being, I obscure an essential truth:

Please do not believe me

if ever I should say that you've upset me.

Sometimes I forget the true source of my feelings.
You cannot make me sad,

impatient,

angry,

or otherwise dis-eased.

Only a hope or expectation of you on my part,

which you have not fulfilled,

can move me thus.

I am too human

to be without hopes and expectations,

and I am also much too human

to live always in the knowing

that my hopes and expectations

have no claim upon your being.

So if I say that you've upset me,

please forgive me for attempting

to disinherit my own self's creation of my pain.

And please do not ignore my deeper message:

I care enough about you

to include you in my hopes and expectations.

Even though my hopes and expectations are integral to the things that upset me, they are likewise so integral to my concerns about what happens to me and others that I could not live caringly without them. It is both reasonable and essential for me to grieve when my hopes are tragically dashed and my expectations are grossly disappointed. Yet while it is also seems reasonable to blame myself and others for our failures to match my anticipations, it is not essential that I do so. 
Freedom of choice does not include freedom from the consequences of my choices. Choosing to be hopeful and expectant includes the choice of inevitable disappointment in a world where hopes and expectations often go unmet. 
To the extent that it is natural for us to have hopes and expectations, it is just as natural to experience grievances for those that are unmet. Everyone grieves over life’s disappointments. Grievances are an inevitable consequence of being alive, because the choice to have hopes and expectations includes the inevitable tendency to grieve when they are thwarted. Yet having no hopes and expectations whatsoever would be the greatest grievance of all.
It is my relationship to my grievances that is optional, rather than the fact of their existence. Although grieving experience is inevitable so long as I have hopes and expectations, casting blame for their non-fulfillment is optional. Even for occasions of grief that can never be forgotten, I can nonetheless choose to live forgivingly with their memory. I can choose to live without blame rather than to live unforgivingly.
Why would I opt for blameless living?  Because so long as I have grievances to which I cling with blame, it is actually my unforgiving grievances that have a grip on me. No matter where my blame is aimed, it is first and foremost an inner attack upon myself. Even though my reason for harboring hurtful unforgiveness is to inflict its pain on persons and circumstances that thwart my hopes and expectations, the harbor of my anguish is within. No amount of effort on my part to transplant my pain into the hearts of others can succeed in doing so. So long as I imprison my grieving within a grievance, I make myself an ongoing victim of my grief.
Attempting to cast blame is no more effective than the attempt to throw a handful of honey.  As long as my blameful feelings are sustained by my own mind and body and not by the minds and bodies of others, I can no more offload the pain of my unforgiveness than I can upload myself onto a truck by tugging my feet. All such endeavors are equivalently futile.
Hanging onto my pain by nurturing it as a grievance sustains ongoing, chronic suffering that would otherwise tend to pass. Blame is an internal firestorm with which I burn every bridge to a future that is less painful.  The forgiving remedy is, therefore, to live blamelessly with my hopes and expectations.
Blameless Living
How I know I have forgiven someone is that he or she has harmless passage in my mind.

-Karyl Huntley
Blamefulness consists of holding other persons or outer circumstances accountable and responsible for the way I think, act, and feel about some hurt or harm that has come to me, and of desiring that an equal or greater amount of harm also come to whomever I am blaming.  So long as I am blameful, I disown my power to deal effectively with the persons and/or circumstances that I am blaming.
Blamelessness consists of fully owning all of my thoughts, acts, and feelings, and of doing so with a clear mind and an open heart. By granting harmless passage in my mind to those who have wronged me, I am self-empowered to bring others justly to account for their hurtful and harmful acts.
It is written in the Bhagavad-Gita, “If you want to see the brave, look at those who can forgive.”  Blameless living is heroic living, as the following testimony indicates:
Many people from around the world have courageously and graciously forgiven others. They have found a place in their hearts to forgive. They have forgiven people in situations which most of us would consider unforgivable. They have forgiven the murderers of their own children and parents. They have forgiven a race of people or individuals that have oppressed them and abused them. They have forgiven fathers and mothers who have neglected and abandoned them. They have forgiven co-workers and friends who have betrayed them. They have forgiven spouses who were unfaithful to them. They have forgiven all manner of persons who have betrayed and/or tormented them, and have forgiven themselves for betraying and tormenting others. 
These people have come to terms with the past, and have given up the pretense that they can change it. These people are our heroes. They have the strength, the courage, the generosity and the grace to forgive. And through their journey of forgiveness, they have transformed the home within their hearts, a home that is warm, secure, loving, gentle and peaceful. -Emmie Tse
Blameless living is the cultivated fruit of a heroic attitude. Facilitating this attitude and its cultivation are the twin objectives of the Blameless Living Workshop. 
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THE COLD WITHIN

Six humans trapped by happenstance in black and bitter cold,

each one possessed a stick of wood, or so the story's told.

Their dying fire in need of logs, the first woman held hers back,

for on the faces around the fire she noticed one was black.

The next man looking cross the way saw one not of his church,

and couldn't bring himself to give the fire his stick of birch.

The third one sat in tattered clothes, he gave his coat a hitch.

Why should his log be put to use to warm the idle rich?

The rich man just sat back and thought of the wealth he had in store,

and how to keep what he had earned from the lazy, shiftless poor.

The black man's face bespoke revenge as the fire passed from his sight,

for all he saw in his stick of wood was a chance to spite the white.

And the last man of this forlorn group did naught except for gain.

Giving only to those who gave was how he played the game.

The logs held tight in death's still hands was proof of human sin.

They didn't die from the cold without, they died from the cold within.                                

-Author Unknown
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How I know I have forgiven someone is that he or she has harmless passage in my mind.

-Karyl Huntley
So long as any person has a hurtful dwelling place in my consciousness, my mind is likewise an unsafe haven for me. Accordingly, I am the one most benefited by the harmless passage of others in my mind. 

Forgiving is something I do within myself, to myself, and for myself. I am always both the first cause and first beneficiary of my own forgiving feelings, and the benefit of those feelings to others is secondary to their primary beneficence within and unto me. 

On September 11, 2001, humankind at large once again came face to face with the self-defeating consequences of rampant blamefulness, as it did in 1945 at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It became quite clear to me, as I watched the repeatedly televised collapse of the World Trade Center’s twin towers, that the ultimate antidote for such hellacious atrocities is heavenly compassion.

On behalf of my own compassionate antidote to what I witnessed on the morning of 9/11, I shortly thereafter wrote the following credo of heartfelt forgiving intention:
· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than a further extension of humankind’s inhumanities to other human kindred. 

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than a reactionary impulse that creates me in the image of those whose own impulses I outwardly discredit. 

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than an instrument of the either/or retaliatory mindset that feeds the cycle of mutual vengeance and revengeance. 

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than an agent of those whose purpose is to shape, direct, instruct or otherwise conform me to their own purposes.
· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than a mere defender of the things that I possess, of the thoughts that I profess, and of the feelings that I express. 

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than an expression of self-defeating teachings, preachments and ideologies, of outworn trends and fashions, of conventional wisdoms handed down, of yesterday’s reasons handed over, and of momentary meanings that last only for a season. 

Each of us has both the knowledge and the power to be a beneficial presence to all with whom we associate. The “Blameless Living” workshop nurtures and calls forth this beneficial presence in all who are willing to free themselves of the effects of their own and others’ grievances.
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The Foundation of Blameless Living
How I know I have forgiven someone is that he or she has harmless passage in my mind.

-Karyl Huntley
Write the name of the person who has the most harmless passage in your mind, and a statement of how this person has earned safe passage.
Write the name of the person who has the most harmful passage in your mind, and a statement of how this person has earned your ill will toward him/her.
Indicate which of the following statements is true by marking it with a “T”:
___The world exists to fulfill my hopes and expectations.

___Other people likewise exist to fulfill my hopes and expectations.

___Other people exist to earn my respect.

___Other people exist to do my best.

___Other people choose which wolf I feed.

___The only regard I have for other people is regard that they have earned from me.

___Other people are the authors and sustainers of my thoughts and feelings toward them.

___Other people are responsible and accountable for my thoughts and feelings toward them.

___I am absolutely free of every kind of shortcoming for which I blame others.

Indicate which of the following statements is true of the person who has the most harmful passage in your mind by marking it with a “T”:
___This person exists to fulfill my hopes and expectations.

___This person exists to earn my respect.

___This person exists to do my best.

___This person chooses which wolf I feed.

___The only regard I have for this person is regard that this person has earned from me.

___This person is the author and sustainer of my thoughts and feelings toward him or her.

___This person is responsible and accountable for my thoughts and feelings toward him or her.

___I am absolutely free of every kind of shortcoming for which I blame this person.

NOTES
The re-empowerment of forgiveness. 

We knew forgiveness when we were born, we just didn’t know about it.
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